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Perceptual illusions

Despite th
. e ease with whi
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Sim l;] Ch many things are go?e perceive the world, per ,
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the figure on the left, the reality is that they
ow can we explain

are both the same size. H
this illusion? Wwell, it has something t0 do
with petspective. Relative to the background,

the man OIt the left is gmall and the man 01l

the right is big.
1n everyday life, we ar
such contextual 1udgements without being

i consciously aware of it. if you ook at Figure
: 4.2 and focus o1l the figure on the left and
the figure in the middle, they appear 1o be

two pormal-sized people, 01€ some distance
ther in the foreground.

c constantly making

away and the ©
‘ However, the two-dimensional ireality’ is <=
that the figure oﬂginally on the left is much Figure 4.2
the middle —as can

smaller than the one in
be clearly seen when it is
of the picture.

bove illusions illustr

What both of fhe a
object by Jjooking at the overall context.

moved to the right

ate 15 that we usually judge the size of an

Figure and ground

at sormething, W€ tend 1o highlight certain aspects of what we 5€€
('ﬁgure’), and treat other parts O al( gtound’). For example, when
you ook at a page of writing, the pay no attention to
the white background. Sometimes We can
make different aspects

d out as the figure.
y the well-known Rubin

;on. Figure 4.3 cant be

interpreted either as & beautiful
or as two jdentical

symmetrical vase,

silhouettes looking at On& another
There are maty examptles Of

ambiguous figures which rely on the

figurefground phenomenon. if you oy

stan
illusttated b
face/vase llus

ways of knowing

slightly blurrin

; g your vision

int i » you

erpretations of each of thej;ictil;:sutlilbe able to find two different J
ow. '

F

Figure 4 4 YO
* ung man-old ma
n
Fig‘llre 4.5 Y
. oung womarn-old
woImnan

Visual grouping
Wi
m:a}:;e a natural tendency to look for ,
g in what we see and to group ou
r ‘ *

perce i
perceptual experiences together into

log i
;?1% What is striking is how little
rmation is actually gi
o ally given to us — j
- (E;t‘ches of black. But our minils 1]1USt ’
iculty in filling in the missing pa t
arts

toc
1 1zeate a meaningiul picture
some :
cases, however, it can be more

diffi i
See'1'c;;llz g)r f:nd any meaning in what we
they are 1Jss time people see Figure 4.7
o e ually unable to make an .
it. (If you want to know Wl}iat s

this is, look at page 102)

Figure 4.6
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mples of the tole
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ing and expectat ' -
. grougrta%lt element of interpretation b

nce many other
ground, visual £
at there is an imp

ie
While we can expetl
played by context, figure-

enough tO convince you th

into our perception of the world.

ways of knowing

We suffer not only from visual illusions, but also from itlusions with each of our
other senses. Can you give some exarples of illusions with hearing, touch, taste
and smell? .

The role of the unconscious

According to psychologists, many of the interpretations we routinely make about
the world happen at an unconscious level. When you look at something what
actually appears on your retina are two small inverted two-dimensional images. Yet,
without any conscious effort on your part, you see one life-size right-way-up three-
dimensional world.

In an interesting psychology experiment, which illustrates the power of
unconscious interpretation, subjects were asked to put on spectacles which inverted
their image of the world. For the first few days they were completely disoriented
and saw everything as being upside down. But, interestingly, their brains soon
flipped the images round so that they saw the world the right way up again. When
the spectacles were removed at the end of the experiment they again experienced
everything as upside down for a while until their vision returmed to normal.

In fact, we are constantly making all kinds of unconscious inferences about what
we experience. For example, your image in the bathroom mirror is actually about
half the size of your head; but when you stumble out of bed in the morning and
look at yourself in the mirror, you never have the impression that your head has
shrunk in the night. It always looks the right size. Similarly, if someone walks
towards you from the other end of a corridor, the image on your retina steadily
expands, but you do not see them as slowly inflating like a balloon. As fat as you
are concerned, they remain the same size.

More generally, although vision is simply a matter of light of various wavelengths
falling on your retina, you do not experience the world as so many blobs of colour.
You never, for example, have o think to vourself ‘Ah, those patches of colour over
there must be a desk, and these patches must be someone’s face.’ You just see the
world of familiar everyday objects. Sadly, however, some people who have suffered
brain damage experience a condition known as visual agnosia in which they lose
the ability to interpret what they see. To find out more about this condition, read
the reading resource on pages 108-110.

Selectivity of perception

Apart from visual illusions, another reason for being cautious about what our senses
tell us is that perception is selective. A vast amount of data is constantly flooding in
1o our senses, and our minds would overload if we were consciously aware of
everything. So we only notice some things in our perceptual field and overlook
others. The selectivity of perception can be seen as a generalisation of the
figure-ground phenomenon mentioned above. Certain aspects of a situation engage
Our attention and ‘stand out’, and the rest fade away into a more or less
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example, if we ar€ nversation at school,
n, yet have no ¢ reness of the picture
be oblivious tO the

hear what you are saying, yet
the light reflected

on the wall hehind you; of 1 may
ck, ot the quiet hum of the computer. While
sed by the clock and the

ticking of the clo
from the picture affects my €YeS and the air vibrations cau
£s, My CONSCIOUs mind treats these things a8 the packground

computer hit my ea
against which what [ am interested in stands out.
1i we ysually notice, intensity and contrast are wo

1f we ask what kind of stimu
important factors. The ¢icking clock may sometimes go unheard, but you would
nhear if a bormb exploded in the building next door. DIop 2 small object on @

s be hard 0 find again; but 2 tiny drop of

patterned carpet and it can sometime
blood on a whit it be immediately apparent. For good evolutionary
work at a desk bya window,

e carpet Wi
reasons, we are also sensitive 10 moving objects. 1f you
your attention may suddenly be cat ich makes you look up
without quite knowing why — only 10 realise 2 S that there is @ distant
bird passing OVel the trees. SInce it such an object

may be movi
represents 2 potential threat and you

therefore notice it.
What you se€€ also depends o1 varjous subjective factors such as interest and
mood. Youl interests can be th

ought of as filters which determine what shows up as
the world around you. Ji sgofora walk in the countryside,
on nature an

three friend:
one may focus mainty 1dlife; a second may
ds are wearing an

attend to what his frien
very little because her mind is 00 somethin
owe 1o an anonymous colleague, SHOWS how our perspé
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having a €0
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onscious awa

[ may notice your facial expressio

econd later

you scafl

d the variety of the wi
and a third may notice

question, which I
affects

d talking about;
g else. The following
ctive on something

ow it might be seen through

Take one of the following phenomena and describe h

the eyes of the following people:

a A child dying in poverty 8> seen
child's father.

b A sunsetas seen

¢ A tree as seen by a

by a doctof, an economist, 3 social worker, the

by 3 religious figure, 3 physicist, 3 paintef, @ farmer.
biologist, @ logger, an environmentahst, a native American.

so does what We perceive. 1t is striking that
cars of the same mode!

r interests changes,
nt, she begins

if your famnity buys a new cat you will probably start seeing
and colour everywhere. Simitarly, if 2 womar becomes pregna
noticing ptegnant women wherever she goes.

OQur feelings and emotions also shape and cO
are in a good mood you 5e€ the world in quite 2 different way to
es a glass as hatf-full, a pessimist sees the same glass

bad mood. While an optimist 5€
as half-empty- An emotion such as love cait have a particulaﬂy strong effect on our
perception. when you fall In love with someone you may unconsciously project

yout dreams and fantasies onto them 50 that they seem {0 POSsEss every imaginable

As the pattemn of ou

eptions, and when you

lour our perc
when you ate ina

ways of knowing

"

petfection. If yo

. u la

you ever saw ?n thertl‘ir Iiuhout of love, you may look at ’ -

bﬂjginning ofa relatio-nshg aps not surprisingly, it has bg;Our fex’ and wonder what

with someone, and at ’chep you tend to notice the things n said that at the

make you different. Our :?d Of a relationship you ten%l tiou h‘a ve in commeon

a dark and stormy night P0 ception can also be distorted b notice the things that
you may be frightened by soundsilﬁeetm X you are alone on

at you wouldn't

normally notic
e. As a Persi
feats a piece of string.’ an proverb has it, ‘He who has been b
: en bitten by a s
nake

01 Take one of the followi
lae " percewe:liowmg and explain how education and traini
g stlqgist looking down a micros e
ntist looking at an X-ra e
c A p_rofessionaf wine tast !
d A lifeguard o
e An artist

2 To what exte
\ nt do you thin
which you see the world? kthat the culture you come from affects th
; me trom e way in

3 In what emoti

L ional state i
and objectivity? do you think we see the world with the
—— greatest clarity

Seeing and believing

At the start of thi
our beliefs and 2;1’22:25{:? I quoted the saying that ‘seeing i
more accurate to say th ns can affect the way we see t;lflg is believing’ but, since
different subject areas O?t believing is seeing’. Here are ings, it might sometimes be
* Science. In the nineteethfl way in which our beliefs C;hree examples from
undiscovered planet —I}a«trh-cenmry some scientists spe::l EIlffe’:t our perception.
and the sun. With this be;.ct; ,they .Christened Vulcan _‘L;Fed that an
. Z{‘flcan through their tel esfg in mind, some astr0n0mel.51;fe.d between Mercury
istory. ‘Bloody Sunday’ i DEs- But it turned out that aimed to have seen
On 30 January 1972 t}?e is an infamous day in the histc? o such planet exists.
an.d. Catholic demOnstraI;e was a violent confrontation bIY of Northern Ireland.
Ei\ltt l?jh soldiers, they camgrfu‘:;zmhtkft thirteen Catholic:t;v;:cll1 iﬂtish troops
 Catholic wi . r attack fro . . Accordin
without PfOi’E:;EZSéespsald {ne army opened ermorlst elements and retuneed e
possible that, as a res:m:!rhfaps one of the two sides Wasplea}ceful demonstration
Z‘r\;ﬂlversion of events of the ‘fog of battle’, each side g};lr?fi;rililt 1; is equally
. In the visu ) v believed it
see, but what ti;f;:igﬁéple have a tendency to draw . S
gorSES with eyelashes on ltshthere' For example, in antiq?ﬁd paint, not what they
1 fact have eyelashes only 21111 It)IIi:irr and lower lids of theiz;ziizmtslzs portrayed
upper lids. n though horses
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at we want to see. Can you give s0Me
f< affect the way We see things? ‘

d at seeing only wh

we are all very goo
belie

examples of the Way in which our

t also has important
ut a great deal of
whether oI not a
corroborated

n recent years, @
on the basis of
not have
ticle called

Eye-witness testimony

The fallibility of perception 0O
In criminal trials, juries tend 10 P

t only is of theoretical interest bu

s in the real world.
nce can determine

faith in eye-witness festimony, and such evide
ever, according to psychologists the un

person is found guilty. HOW

evidence of 2 single witness should be treated with great caution. 1

number of cases have come tO light of people convicted of crimes
howed they could

eye-witness accounts that subsequent DNA testing s
committed. To s€€ jus ¢ eye-witnesses can be, read the ar

£ how unreliabl
‘Blind 0 change' in the reading resources at the end of this chapter.
What emerges from recent research is that the eye isnot 2 camera and visual
mermories are not photographs that can be universally relied on to give ant accurate
record of what we have seen. In fact, it might be MOTE accurate to say that every
ber somethin

time we remem g, We reconstruct it.
Furthermore, it is easy 10 confuse the source of yO
you think back to yout childhood, you may be unsur
memories aré really memories of the events in question,
have told you some i that you think you 1€
gimilar confusions can undermine the reliability of eye-witness evidence. Studies
have shown that witnesses who have previously been shown mugshots of possibie
to pick one of these people out in an identity parade than

suspects aré more likely
othing peforehand.

witnesses who have peen shown I

implication:

ur memories. For example, if
e whether some of yout

ot whethet your parents
member them.

dgeta prief but clear glimpse of the
ave that you could correctly identify one

imagine you witness a violent crime an
assailant. What confidence would you h

of the following three men?

Figure 4.9 Suspects

Ways of knowing

Distinguishing appearance from reality

Although
perception is an i
shown that there are at 1n important soutce of knowledge i '
east three reasons for treating 1‘:g , Ollllr discussion has
it with caution:

1w <
: WZ may n‘osmterpret what we see
2w rrIJ.rllay fail to notice something
ay misremember what we have see
n.

However, we
' must not get carri
can never trust ou arried away with scepti
I senses, eptical doubt

to other things that we aSSAfter all, we take some things to bs z%nd ommlude that we
in Figure 4.1 are really the ume to l_)e true. For example, I ca ¢ illusions only relative
measure them. If I were u S_ime height only because I t’ru " n say that the three men
which tells me that som niformly suspicious, I could not my senses when 1

How, then, do we diste': of my perceptions are illusions even trust the evidence

! inguis .
guish between appearance and reality in everyd
eryday life?

Confirmation by another sense

One way to distingui
the evidence of angilslts hIfE1 Ppeararilce from reality is to use a
it seems esonable to. Coflixln(ejthmg Iooks like an apple ands?:zotnd sense to confirm
is a conflict between two of ude that it really is an apple. If, o S eli fike an apple, then
an illusion. For example, if our seoses, then we may sus e’c ; ft]ht e other hand, there
bent to the eye, but if 011 a pencil is half-immersed in ; beak at we are experiencing
you are likely to conchde :}l: n your hand along it you can f:elerhOf V-va.t er it appears

H you want to be awkw ;t the pencil is not really bent but that it is straight. So
privileged our sense of to arh , you might ask why in this eu merely looks bent.
half-immerse a pencil in uch over that of sight. Why not Xaolple we have
makes me think it is still Wat‘?r: it bends, but I suffer a pecsall'y 1HSte£}d that when I
touch takes priority in d StralghF? The answer is that, as au lar tactile illusion that
yvhether the wall in fronitermmmg the reality of SOH;eth‘ matter of brute fact,
it. If you think that you of you is real or an illusion, tr lgg. If. you are unsure
yoo r hand in it. For Zomﬁi};be hallucinating the ﬁrc,e inythinféng your head against
object. In short, if it hurts theflegsii a;z ;fast, pain is proof 8nougzgt:£ tt}?; f:tlt'itng

: ality of an

Coherence

A second w.
ay of distinguishi
you see something th guishing appearance from reality is
then the chances a at does not ‘fit in’ with your ov ¥ 1s In terms of coherence. If
gOOftops one evem;eg tl;lat-you are mistaken. If a drunirzlel experience of the world |
i . : i € i i ’
flu‘ECc: pigs lack the aerode i uollkely to believe what he savsva 1:}>llg flying over the
ying pig as an al lynamic wherewithal to fly, i when he is sober again
Coherence al cohol-induced hallucination Y it makes more sense to dismis -
th ¢ also explain i X >
\ at we suffer a VisuaFI, rat}: why in the pencil example it mak
ypothesis that obiect er than a tactile illusion. The poi €s more sense to say
font"adicts the kngw Slbend every time you half ir‘nme point is that, while the
erms of phvsi n faws of Ph s - erse them i
9| X ysics, we R n water
physical theories about the refract‘i:ss 2?113‘13}1111 why they appear to bend in
ight.
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£ dozens of independe
unless you are in
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people. We saw
taken at face value;
confirmed by other people. T
plane crash into a puilding, then,
there is a high — peyond reasonable doubt’

scussion, we Canl say

To summarise our di
s are liable to error,

that, while our sense
we are in many cases able to correct our
mistakes DY appealing 0 such things as @

second sense, coherence and the
people. Of course, We

testimony of other

can never be certain
as we saw In Chapter 2, knowledge
rtainty.

requires something less than ce
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on which to base out knowledge claims.

yltimate reality
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let us begin by saying SO

The final topic We need to 100
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e an abstract topic,

quit
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psychology of p

psychology of perception

While our five Senses give us va
a limited range of sensitivity, anl

example, Our €yes are sensitive only
unable to se€ such things as ultravio
ars can dete

ilarly, our €
11; and dogs

spectruim. Simi
only certain kinds of sme
¢, Some animal
r own. Fot example,

completely unaware O
hat might be called ‘acous

d capture onl

let and infrar

s even have s

different from ou

which gives them W
sounds and are then able to determine the shape,

objects by the echo that is reflected

ways of knowing

ance from reality is
e-witnes

dence is grea
nt witnesses

the grip of
ility that such testimo

T

s chapter is 2 philosop

kpowledge of ult
ething m

luable information abo
y certain
to light of 2 certain wa
ed which

ct only certain
can heat and sme
enses that are completely
bats navigate by 2 syste
tic vision'. They

the testimomy of other
s cannot always be
thy increased if it i
claim to have seelt a

a conspiracy theory,
ny is true.

Other senses

confirmed by

Coherence

Independent
testimony
Figure 4.10 Checkin

g evidence

hical one concerning

mate reality. Since this 1s
ore about the

ut the world, they each have

kinds of data int
velength, and we are
lie beyond the visible

sound and ouf noses

kinds of
are

il things that we

m of echo-location,

size and distanc

back to their ears.

heir net. For

emit high-frequency
o of surrounding
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. 2oji e gy e

© The New York
er Collection 199
from cartoonbank.com. All Rightsski?;?:; Barsots

h‘A
nd only you can hear this whistle?”

Figure 4.11

With the above points in mind, i

sensitive to lightpin atSd il;lf;;md, imagine if we had evolved so th

rather than vision. Our ex eﬂ_’t range of wavelengths, or that at our eyes were

from what it is now. This I];Ialenence of the world would presux:ebused echo-location

away the interpretation thatazifiiris to wonder what reality ias1 1?1ieb§; ery diferent
e-organs impose on it. ce we strip

What is really out there?

To explore th
€ question i
three examples. of what is really ‘out there’, let us consid
’ ider the followin
g

IlfPain, taste and colour
by accident
] you burn yo ; .
in your hand rather thar}l’ izrtﬁan'd in a fire, you think of the resulti
the fire independent of yo e fire. You do not think that th sulting pain as being
nothing more than the y }?.I experience of it. The pain that e pain is somehow in
between your h subjective experience that you feel is surely
Take 1; and and the fire at results from the interactio
another example: if you dri B
sweetness exist i ple: If you drink 2 can of ]
n the - cola it ta
would probably agree fgla. or does it exist only in your anci SWiEt. Does the
results from the interacti?)t ntl;e sweetness is simply a Sub]'ectlil‘th‘ Well, again, you
etween your ta e experience th
ste buds and th at
e cola,

Galileo {1564-1
. 642) once i .
think he mea : said ‘The tickle is i
nt not in th ' R
by this. What relevance does it have ?rofiitrs_r. Explain what you
iscussion?

While

you may be ha :

experiences ppy with the idea that pai

, you pro pain and t
Coimes to such thil:l)’l,g;j lejlg feel less comfortable with th?ss t‘::l iy mer-e 1y subjective
8reen? Well, for us all of t;; ours. ?urely the sky is blue and sy o t.hlnklng when it
ese things are of course true. But I'lfOW ts white and grass is

: if we apply the same
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eem forced O admit that the green

e cola example, We 5
e pain

reasoning that we used in th
is no more in the grass than the sweetness is in the cola ot th is in the fire. The
green that you s€€ when you look at the grass i5, Once again, simply the result of the
interaction betweer your €yes and the underlying structure of the grass. And if out
eyes had evolved differently and were sensitive 1O light of a different wavelength we
would not se€ grass as green at all. We seem tO be pushed towards the ynsettling
is colouriess.

conclusiont that the wosld in jtself has no cotour at all = reality

is no one
to say that of
yre up in your

dous crash it makes as it falls tO

re than the effect of air
at if there ar€ no ears in the

2 The tree in the forest
Consider the well-known question a forest and there
_sense answer is

there to heat it, does it make a sounc:
i ings. You may conj

course it makes @ sound. Falling {rees are
nd the tremen

mind a picture of a huge tree falling @
d is nothing MO

the ground. But if you think that soum:
vibrations on 0 en it would seemm 1o follow thi

ur ears, th
neighbourhood, then the tee does not make & sound.

One way of trying 0 resolve the above puzze is t0 make a
senses of the word ‘sound’. sound,, we might say; 18 physical sound — i.e. the yibrations
in the air that ar€ caused by things like falling trees. sound,, by contrast, 15 experienced
sound — the actual crash, bang wallop that we hear when trees hit the ground. We can
now say that if 2 tree fallsin @ forest and there is no one there to heat it, there is

sound, but 1O sound,.

This solves the problem, b

1f a tree falls in

distinction petween tWO

4t it may leave you with a somewhat ecerie feeling. Tor
it means that, if the phone goes after everyone has left my apartment in the
ay be yibrations in the air, but there is 1O distinctive ring1ing
ere in MY apartment then I would hear the
that, millions of years

morning, there m

sound. The most we can 53y is that if I W
this way of thinking means

ilent place. Breaking

but there were 1o

hone ring. More dramatically,
ago before the emergence of life on Farth, our planet was 2 )
orms and volcanoes set up yibrations i the air,
T wallops. if 1 ow we were 10 surgically remove the ears
from all sentient peings, the world would again revert to silence.
Now consider another question: if a rose flowers and dies in ail uninhabited
garden and there is 10 one there to €€ it, does it have @ colour? We might again
distinguish between physical and experienced colour, and say that in the former
and in the latier sens + This seems 0 Jead us to the
t blue, and

sense it has @ colout,
conclusion that, before there Were any eyes
ot red, and the grass was no

the roses were n

waves and st
crashes or bangs ©

in the world, the sky was 10
t green — at Jeast not in the experiential

we cannot say that co

sense of these words.
The examples We have considered above suggest that
<ist out there independent of our experience of them. S0 W€
dent of our

sounds and tastes €
may begin to wonder whether anything can be said to exist indepen

experience of it.

Wways of knowing

lours,

3 The tables in the classroom

As a final example, consi
the room at the er;d onsider the tables in your class .
had nothing better t(? fd;c)he day, how do you know trk(lj: Ebit SChOOi: After you leave
look. I am confident that you could sneak back to school les are still there? If you
left them. But how do Yogiu would find the tables quieﬂ111 _the evening and take a
them? (This is similar to th now the tables are still there ¥ glttmg there just as you
Wh;;ll you close the fridge 50231,?'5 question: ‘How do Yo:kiloi?ct?ne s Jookang at
is may sound li L e light goes o
unobserved table;illglgi E;nStupld question, and common ‘ g Ut
Perhaps tables only beh ucr} the same as observed tabl sense will of course say that
keep an eye on them; a;llze like decent, law-abiding tables' But how do you kriow?
room and turn ' perhaps when no one i es when we are there to
You might th§orlr<lersau1ts_ e is around they dance around th
in . e
speculations. All Yoihﬁzilere is a conclusive way to put a
on before you go home fo to do is set up a video camera in end to such surreal
produce the most botin r the evening, and leave it run in the classzoom, switch it
b IECh absolutely nothifgn;l?g; ever made: Tubles! The z\ggff;eﬁight' You will
¢have in the sam ens. This surel icture - a movie 1
has not solved theepxgli:;tiﬂes that are Oszrgégfiili};;t; nobserved tables ’
How do you know that th , but merely relocated it. For th act your use of the video
’Fhis discussion may Coni.lmagel:, stay on the film when € question now arises:
asking useless questions th irm your suspicion that philos Yotlxl are not watching it?”
worry about what tables d at have no practical value Surei) phers spend their time
cares? Although we ma b0 when there is no one around tY life is too short to
ways when we are not :roz uél able to prove that tables beh: see them? Who really
like tables when we are ar nd, perhaps all that really matt vein standard table-like
their spare time is no COng;id(;fPeIhaps we should conclugzstﬁ:?ath they behave
ours. what tables do in

Theories of reality

There are th i
; ree differe ;
reality: (1) Common-sergszhreor'les about the relationship betw
ealism; (2) scientific realism; {3) P;en perception and
d enomenalism

1 Co
mmeon-sense realism

This is th
e common-s .
way we percei ense idea, mentio
, ceive the wi ; ned at the beginni -
i)lercewe is dEtEIminedc;ﬂd mirrors the way the worl g irslnll;lg of this chapter, that the
1ere are good reasons forprir-t bty fhe nature of our sense o(r);v ever, since what we
jecting commo -organs, we hav
n-sense realism € seen that

4 Pemeption



T S

c realism
ndent reality, but it is

ntific realismy,
m the way we perceiv
(1882«—1944) once compared the common-sense de
scientific description of it. According o common sense
colour, and i8 comparatively permarnent and substantial.

quite different:

1t does not belong to the world previously mentione

appears around me when 1 open MY €Yes- My scientific t
d in that eruptiness ai€ NUMEerous electric charges
arnounts to 1ess than a piltionth of the bulk of
ge construction it tuns out to be
f as satisfactorily as fan ordinary
their headlong speed keep on hitting the under
nearly steady level. If Tlean upol this table T
the chance of My scientific elpowW going

an be neglected in practical life.

2 Scientifi

5 According to scie
very different fro

the world exists 5 an indepe
e it. The physicist Sir Arthur gddington

scripdon of a table with the
a table has extension an
But the scientific table is

ontaneously
tiness. Sparsely
at speed; but

d - that world which 5P
able is Tnostly emp
rushing about with gre
the table itself.

an entirely efficient table. 1t
table] for when 1 lay the paper onit
side, so that the

scattere
their combined bulk

Notwithstanding iis stram;

supports my writing pape
the little electric particles with
paper i3 maintained in shuttiecock fashion ata
shall not gC through; o1, to be strictly accuzate,
through m¥ scientific table is 50 excessively small that It ¢

cql World, London: Dent, 1935]

[The Nature of the Physi
ess of the scientific picture of

ntion to the strangen
world of our everyday experience
1m of atorns

This brief description draws atte
unaless, odourless 1€a

reality. The familiar, cornfortable, sensuous
vanishes and is replaced by 2 colourless, 5O
whizzing around in empty space.

position known as

be based o1l
at a TMoIC radical

3 Phenomenalism
1 mentioned 3 philosophical
ultimately

At the beginning of this chapter,
11 knowledge must
m to ariive

empiricism according to which 2
experience. 1f we take this idea sexiously, then we se€
positiont known as phenomenalism. According t0 this view, matter is simply ‘the
permanent possibility of sensationt’, and it makes N0 sense to say that the world exists
dent of out experience ofit. A phenomenalist would take the statemnent
/There are tables in the classroom at school to meail not that the tables are in some
ere but simply that if you go 10 the classroom you will have various
es. The Irish ph‘ﬂosopher George Berkeley (16854753) summed Up
alist position with the famous slogan ‘1o be is to be perceived.’
Despite 1S counter-intuitive nature, phenomenalism seemns to follow logically
from the idea that all knowledge d on experience. For, if this
is true, then We obviously cannot know e world is ke independent of our
ihat the world does not exist independent of

experience of it. This does not mean
s to make a claim that goes beyor
nce of reality, there is

table-experienc
the phenomen

our experience
experience. The point i$ rather that, peyond our experie
pe said. Understood in this way, phenomenalism could be seen
know the world from Out

simply pothing o
as a call to humility; for it
distinctively human perspective and Iy

of ultimate reality.

insists that we cant only
ave no right to pontificate

apout the nature

Ways of knowing

d the limits of

A
B

a

1 1f you believed i "
edin i

practical life? phenomenalism, what difference, if any would
, . would it make t
2 Does it both 0
\ er you i |

Universe i iikeyind to think that we cannot know i .

ependent of our experience of ?tgythmg about what the =+ |

What should we believe?

T] ] ] . E ]4 ] i- 1 ] . = ” f 1] =
g

Common

-sense reali

Scientifi . Sm “W. .

ientific realism ’Atlc:at you see is what is there’
ms in the void’

Phenome i
nalism
“To be is to be perceived’

One interesti
sting thing th
at ¢
n{m]re of altate sl s ?}ine% out of our somewhat surreal di i
v\tuth counter-intuitive conclus.:flt e e i;; S sy cnd v
with counterintut ions, At thi i e o end
. piricism and insi o ‘ canat
or reject strict empiricism iziim t}‘lat o HOthilf aa;hom& e el
e erionce ot insist that there is a world ogut t?lm N
I suspect th ' o
at deep down -
m
ost people are realists about the exist
istence of the

world. Despite
the doubts
- we i
of trying to rescue it: have raised about realism, there are perh
t € perhaps two
ways

1 Alithou
gh you cannot
reality, you mi prove the existence of an i
s ght argu o of an inde -
for the regularity of gue that it is the most reasmmbll;e}rl1 dently extsting
return some hours later EXPETICTICE. If, for example, yo yll?othesls to account

r to find only a pile of ashes’ zh: 'lghtl a fire and
' simplest way to

explain what h
appened i
your absence. pened is to say that the fire was burning
continuously in

2 Theva 3
. st majority of
independent oftgur piigg Ii‘have a strong intuition that th
Sh‘ownr it may be very dlf? ion of it. As our discussion of E‘. WOﬂd exists
scientists are intuitive Frent from our everyday pictu scientific realism has
about an inde realists and believe that th. picture of it, but most
pendently existing reality. they are making discoveries

Conclusion

We be
gan thlS cha
. pter b :
which plays a key role irf ;’ifessmg that perception is an im
E:OfressEd we have seen thac')cs:}f reas of knowledge I'Iowew:portant way of knowing
at we cannot si ere is m : 1, as our discussi
ot simpl ore to percepti ussion has
they someti ply take the evid ption than m
metimes decei vidence of our eets the eye, and
beliefs eceive us, but th senses for granted '
and prejudi ' ey are also selecti ed. For not onl
a ices. . ective an . y do
Ppearance and reality, I; If;’ﬁ}’daiy life, there are ways Ofcli_f-‘a.n be distorted by our
! moving towards a more accural:gn-gmshing between
picture of the w
orld.
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Figure 4.12 .
first, o1 appea
le, use 2 second sense 10 check up on @ )
e
We can, for example,
testimony of other people. .
Ata practical Jevel, you W

i 7 YO
senses. 1f you want to survive when 'y

< humbr it
i if something eneral rule of .
nypothesis that I S’? cally is a 20 tonne truck. s ahg re are good reasons {0t doing
towards you hen Ie {0 Goubt out senses only .lf : Eut as we saw in Chaptet 2
probably makes 3% @ cannot give us CSTAINY O 1T eptual evidence IS
so. Admitted’’ perceﬁmething less than certainty: on and intuition, theo it is
ires s . h as reas

knowledge requit £ knowing, suc

. i her ways o i owledge.
consisr’ wgngZnough foundation for reliable Ko
probab\.Y ag

note the evidence of your

L1 be mad to simply 18 s to go with the

he Ioad; it Pay 4
1 CrOS3 : like a 20 tonne truck speeding

. larified
: £ Figure 4.7, €
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Figure 4.13

Ways of knowing

tr
M y

» Our five senses are an important source of knowledge about the world; but
rather than passively reflect reality, they actively structure it. B

e Perception consists of two elements, sensation and interpretation, but we
are often not consciously aware of the latter element.

¢ looking at visual illusions can help make us aware of the role that
interpretation plays in perception.

* Perception is selective and what we notice in a given environment is influenced
by factors such as intensity, contrast, interest, mood and expectations.

e The fallibility of perception is relevant to issues in the real world such as
eye-witness testimony in criminal trials.

* We usually distinguish between appearance and reality by using a second
sense to confirm the evidence of the first, or by appealing to coherence or
the testimony of other people.

* The way we experience the world is partly determined by the structure of
0ur sense-organs.

e |f we accept that pain and taste are subjective, we might conclude that
colour and sound are also subjective.

* There are three main theories about the relationship between perception
and reality: common-sense realism, scientific realism and phenomenalism.

« Despite sceptical doubts, the existence of the external world is the most
reasonable hypothesis ta account for the regularity of our experience.

 Although perception cannot give us certainty, if the evidence of our senses is
consistent with what reason and intuition tell us, it can still provide a good
foundation for reliable knowledge.

- Terms to remember

common-sense realism scientific realism
empiricism sensation
figure and ground visual agnosia

phenomenalism

visual grouping

Further reading

Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses (Vintage, 1995). In this book, Diane
Ackerman takes us on a rich journey through each of the five senses. She skilfully weaves
insights from the sciences, arts and personal experience into a fascinating synthesis.

V. S. Ramachandran, Phantoms in the Brain (Quill, 1999), Chapter 4: ‘The Zombie in the
Brain”. V. S. Ramachandran is a neuroscientist who has studied brain-damaged patients. In

this chapter he focuses on a strange condition known as ‘blindsight’ to analyse and
Speculate about the nature of perception.
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